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The purpose of this study was to examine the 
relationship among family problems, substance use, and 
suicidal ideation among African American adolescents. The 
study investigated the effects family problems and substance 
use had on suicidal ideation. 
The sample for this study consisted of thirty-one 
African American high school students in an urban midwestern 
city. A Suicidal Ideation, Substance Use, and Family 
Problems Questionnaire was administered to examine the 
students' level of suicidal ideation, their involvement with 
alcohol and drugs, and the extent of their family problems. 
The data were analyzed by the use of percentages, 
means, standard deviation, T Test and the Pearson 'r' 
correlation coefficient. The findings revealed that there 
was no statistically significant difference between low and 
high substance use on suicidal ideation, and that there was 
a statistically significant and positive relationship 
between family problems and suicidal ideation. Lastly, 
implications of practice and future research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 
In recent years, adolescent suicide has become an issue 
of paramount importance. Suicide is the second leading 
cause of death among adolescents. Some individuals propose 
that the ratio of attempted to completed suicides may be as 
high as 200 to l.1 For adolescents ages 15 to 24, suicide 
accounts for more than five thousand deaths or approximately 
20% of deaths each year. However, unreported suicides would 
push the figures much higher. Since a stigma is often 
attached to suicide in western countries, medical personnel 
frequently report a suicidal death as an accident or a death 
from natural causes.2 The rate of suicide for adolescents 
has tripled over the past 30 years.3 
According to research, it is evident that many 
teenagers have had some level of suicidal ideation. One 
study found that 50% of adolescents have "seriously 
considered" suicide. Another study claimed that twenty 
percent of high school students felt as if they were "empty, 
3Mary Summerville and Maureen Abbale, "Psychopathology in 
Urban Female Minority Adolescents with Suicide Attempts," 
Journal of American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 
31:4 (1992). 
Mames Vander Zanden, Human Development. 5th ed. (New 
York: McGraw Hill, 1993), p. 408. 
3Dean Hepworth and Joann Lawson, Direct Social Work 
Practice. 4th ed. (California: Brooks/Cole, 1993), p. 255. 
1 
2 
confused, and would rather die than live."4 There is a 
growing consensus that suicidal ideation and attempts 
increase with age, peaking in high school. In a high school 
sample, 36% of the adolescents reported some level of 
ideation, and 7% reported extremely troubling suicide 
ideation. The level of suicidal ideation serves as an 
important risk factor for suicide attempts.5 Risk factors 
for ideation or attempts, include stressful life events, 
psychiatric problems (depression and low self esteem), 
family dysfunction, social marginality, and alcohol and 
substance abuse problems.6 
In many cases, psychological depression underlies 
suicidal ideation and suicide attempts. Depression is 
usually characterized by prolonged feelings of gloom, 
despair, futility, hopelessness, and a tendency toward 
excessive guilt. Other symptoms include: insomnia, poor 
concentration, fatigue, anxiety, reduced sexual interest, 
irritability, and an overall loss of interest and boredom.7 
“George Howe Colt, The Enigma of Suicide. (New York: 
Summit Books, 1991), p. 39. 
5Eric Dubow, Donald F. Kausch, Monica Blum, Janet Reed, 
and Ellen Bush, "Correlates of Suicidal Ideation and Attempts 
in a Community Sample of Junior High School and High School 
Students," Journal of Clinical Child Psychology 18:2 (1989): 
156-166. 
6William Vega and Gil Andres, "The Relationship of Drug 
Use to Suicide Ideation and Attempts Among American Hispanic 
and Non-white Hispanic Male Adolescents," Suicide and Life 
Threatening Behavior 23:2 (Summer 1993): 110-119. 
7Zanden, Human Development. 5th ed, p. 409. 
3 
Although considerable attention has been given to 
suicidal ideation in the general population, little 
attention has been given to suicidal ideation in African 
American adolescents. African American adolescents commit 
suicide less freguently than White adolescents. However, 
the suicide rate of African American males has doubled in 
the last twenty five years.8 Today, suicide in the African 
American population is increasing at an alarming rate. 
Suicide is the 3rd leading cause of death for Black males 
and the 6th leading cause of death for Black female 
adolescents. The 15 through 20 year old African American 
male seems to be at the highest risk for suicide.9 
There have been extensive epidemiological studies of 
family relations and suicide. However, few studies have 
examined the relationship between substance use, family 
problems, and suicidal ideation among African American 
adolescents. 
SIGNIFICANCE OR RATIONALE OF STUDY 
There haven't been many studies that exclusively 
studied suicidal ideations among African American 
adolescents. If this literature is not addressed, social 
workers may find it difficult to work with African Americans 
who have attempted suicide. It is imperative for 
8Colt, The Enigma of Suicide, p. 38. 
9Reginald L. Jones, Black Adolescents. (Berkeley, 
California: Cobb & Henry, 1983), p. 136. 
4 
practitioners to be cognizant of the factors that lead to 
suicide. Hopefully, the data and information presented in 
this thesis will help social workers become more 
knowledgeable and sensitive in working with black 
adolescents who have suicidal ideations. Furthermore, the 
information presented in this study might challenge 
practitioners to become proactive, and to find effective 
intervention strategies. 
Social work practitioners have an opportunity to 
effectively assess the mental state of teenagers. However, 
the failure of a practitioner to identify, conceptualize, 
and treat the symptoms of suicidal behavior have serious 
consequences. First of all, the teenager may kill himself 
or others. Secondly, the victim's family will be affected. 
The family will blame themselves for the death, and they 
will be stricken with grief. Furthermore, the victim's 
classmates and friends will be affected and may experience 
psychological problems. Finally, the social worker may 
blame him or herself for not taking the appropriate 
action.10 
PURPOSE OF STUDY 
The purpose of this study is to examine the 
relationship among family problems, substance use, and 
10David A. Rose, "A Descriptive Study of the Correlates 
of Suicidal Ideation in African American Male Teenagers," 
Thesis. (May, 1994), Clark Atlanta University. 
5 
suicidal ideation among African American adolescents, 
seeks to investigate what effects family problems and 






Young people in modern society experience changes in 
every sphere of their lives. Researchers show that the 
demands that adolescents face often produce feelings of 
confusion, alienation, and loneliness. Some adolescents may 
carry a previous vulnerability to affective illness and 
alcohol and drug use. Most studies indicate that suicide 
tends to occur as the outcome of underlying depressive 
illness, often combined with alcohol and drug use, and 
associated with a poor family environment.1 
Adolescent suicidal ideation has become a major concern 
for parents, teachers, social workers, psychologists, and 
others. The identification and the assessment of suicide 
risk have become a high priority. Since suicidal ideation 
precedes suicidal behavior, the identification of ideation 
may lead to a better understanding of suicide risk.2 
The statistics on the behaviors that precede adolescent 
suicide indicate the scope of the problem. A study using a 
large, national sample found that 31% of 8th graders and 36% 
xCynthia Pfeiffer, Joan R. Peskin and Carol Siefker, 
"Suicidal Children Grow Up: Psychiatric Treatment During 
Follow Up Period," Journal of American Academy of Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatry 31:4 (July 1992): 679. 
2A.F. de Man and C.P. Leduc, "Suicidal Ideation in High 
School Students: Depression and Other Correlates," Journal of 
Clinical Psychology 51:2 (March 1995): 173-181. 
6 
7 
of 10th graders experienced suicidal ideation.3 
Furthermore, Garrison, et al sought to analyze suicidal 
behaviors in a community sample of adolescents. According 
to the results, 11% of the students reported serious 
suicidal thoughts.4 
Family Problems and Suicidal Ideation 
The family environment is a powerful influence on human 
development which provides a genetic composition, and social 
context for development. A breakdown of the family 
structure, reflected in a parental death or absence, alcohol 
or drug use, parental illness and family violence have all 
been associated with suicidal ideation among adolescents. 
Many adolescents experience problems with their families. 
Family problems will be characterized as lack of family 
support, suicidal parents or relatives, stress, and loss 
through divorce, death and separation.5 
Researchers have observed patterns of intergeneratical 
transmission of trauma, substance abuse, and divorce. 
3Alan Reifman and Michael Windle, "Adolescent Suicidal 
Behaviors as a Function of Depression, Hopelessness, Alcohol 
Use, and Social Support: A Longitudinal Investigation," 
American Journal of Community Psychology 23:3 (June 1995): 
329-354. 
4Carol Garrison, Robert E. McKeown, Robert F. Valois, and 
Murray L. Vincent, "Aggression, Substance Use, and Suicidal 
Behaviors in High School Students," American Journal of Public 
Health 83:2 (February 1993): 179-184. 
5Arthur Freeman and Mark Reinecke, Cognitive Therapy of 
Suicidal Behavior. (New York: Springer, 1993), p. 54. 
8 
Family history of suicide appears to be relatively common 
among suicide attempters; however, the rate of family 
history in the general population is unknown. In order to 
determine the extent of family history as a risk factor for 
suicidal thoughts and acts, it is necessary to estimate the 
rate of family history and the rate of suicidal thoughts and 
actions among all people.6 
Susan B. Sorenson and Carolyn M. Rutter conducted a 
study to examine the relationship between self-reports of 
suicide ideation and attempt and family history of suicide 
attempts. The data for these analyses were gathered as part 
of Wave II of the Los Angeles Epidemiologic Catchment Area 
(ECA) Project.7 
Researchers used two stage probability sampling. 
Fifty-four percent of the sample were women and 46% of the 
respondents were men. The majority of the population were 
either Hispanic or non-Hispanic White. The study used an 
assessment based on interviews using the Diagnostic 
Interview Schedule. According to the results of the study, 
family history of suicide attempt was more common among 
those who had suicidal thoughts. Approximately 25% of the 
6Susan Sorenson and Carolyn Rutter, "Transgenerational 
Patterns of Suicide Attempt," Journal of Consulting and 
Clinical Psychology 59:6 (1991): 861-866. 
7Ibid. 
9 
people who attempted suicide had a family history of 
suicide.8 
Some studies suggest that family support is an 
important part of overall social support. Boyce (1985) 
concluded that mutual, interactive social support is evident 
in the child's earliest experiences with the family and that 
interaction is important for the normal development of a 
child. Investigators found that support from family and 
friends was the most powerful predictor of a healthy 
adolescent. A study conducted by Morano, et al found that 
people who experience loss and low family support were the 
best predictors of serious suicide attempts by teenagers. 
The subjects were 40 white, middle-class adolescents who 
were between the ages of 13 and 18. The respondents were 
from one of two fully accredited adolescent, inpatient 
psychiatric treatment facilities in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
Six measures were administered to the adolescents. The six 
measures included: Beck Depression, Beck Hopeless, and 
Sarason Social Support questionnaire. The data reported 
that the suicide attempters had more suicidal thoughts than 
the non-suicidal attempters.® 
“Sorenson and Rutter, "Transgenerational Patterns of 
Suicide Attempt," pp. 861-866. 
’Christopher D. Morano, Ron Cister, and John Lemerond, 
"Risk Factors for Adolescent Suicidal Behavior: Loss, 
Insufficient Familial Support, and Hopelessness," Adolescence 
28:112 (Winter 1993): 851-865. 
10 
Other studies have indicated that the lack of family 
support is related to suicidal behavior. Suicidal behavior 
has been conceptualized as a range from suicidal ideation to 
suicide attempts. Investigators have assumed that suicide 
ideation places people at risk for suicide attempts. The 
level of suicidal ideation might serve as an important risk 
factor for suicide attempts. A family who had low cohesion, 
low organization, and low independence orientation was 
related to higher levels of suicidal ideation.10 
Dubow, et al found that adolescents who had experienced 
severe suicidal ideation experienced negative life events. 
The respondents also had lower levels of family, school, and 
global support. The study focused on a large sample of 
junior high and high school students. The results indicated 
that 36% of the respondents experienced suicidal thoughts. 
The data were collected through self report paper and pencil 
measures distributed during the first two school periods. 
The study measured suicidal ideation and attempts, 
demographic data, stressful events, social support and 
adjustment. T tests were computed to assess the differences 
in life events, social support, and adjustment between those 
students who had and had not reported a suicide attempt in 
10Dubow, et al., "Correlates of Suicidal Ideation and 
Attempts in a Community Sample of Junior High and High School 
Students," pp. 156-166. 
11 
the past year. A multiple-regression analysis was computed 
with demographic variables to predict suicidal ideation.11 
The loss of parent can contribute to suicidal ideation 
among adolescents. Researchers found that 47% of students 
who had not experienced parental loss reported suicidal 
ideation. This finding is in comparison to 13% of students 
who had not experienced parental loss. According to the 
current literature, parental loss is reported more often 
among suicidal individuals than non-suicidal individuals. 
Botsis, et al found that the findings of their study were 
consistent with previous research.12 
The researchers also found that family violence as 
perceived by the respondents is a significant correlate of 
suicide ideation. The purpose of Botsis, et al's study was 
to examine parental loss and family violence as factors 
which influence suicide. The subjects were 79 patients on 
the inpatient wards of a large hospital. The instruments 
utilized in the study were an index of loss, the Index of 
Family Violence, and the Suicide Risk Scale.13 
^Dubow, et al., "Correlates of Suicidal Ideation and 
Attempts in a Community Sample of Junior High and High School 
Students," pp. 156-166. 
12Alexander J. Botsis, Robert Plutchik, Moshe Kotler, and 
Herman M. Van Praag, "Parental Loss and Family Violence as 
Correlates of Suicide and Violence Risk," Suicide and Life 
Threatening Behavior 25(2), (Summer 1995): 253-260. 
13Ibid. 
12 
Children who have suicidal tendencies are strongly 
associated with the children's perception of their family 
environment. The children described their environment as 
being stressful and lacking in support. Asarnow found that 
children who often thought of suicide came from families 
which were less cohesive, less expressive, and experienced 
levels of conflict. The different ways the children thought 
of killing themselves were: stabbing, hanging/strangulation, 
jumping from high places, overdose, shooting, trying to get 
run over, headbanging, drowning, and starvation.14 
The subjects were fifty-five children who were admitted 
to the Preadolescent Inpatient Unit at the UCLA 
Neuropsychiatrie Institute. The majority of the sample were 
White, five children were Black, and seven children were 
Hispanic. They ranged in age from 6 to 13 years of age. 
The Depression Self Rating Scale and the Family Environment 
Scale were the two measures administered to the children. 
Multivariate analyses of variance with Suicide Level and 
Depression Diagnosis were conducted to analyze the data. 
Two tailed significance test were also employed to attain 
the results.15 
14Joan Rosenbaum Asarnow, "Suicidal Ideation and Attempts 
During Middle Childhood: Associations with Perceived Family 
Stress and Depression Among Child Psychiatric Inpatients," 
Journal of Clinical Child Psychology 21:1 (1992): 35-40. 
15Ibid. 
13 
Some researchers believe that the influence of living 
in a single parent home determines whether a person 
considers suicide. Their theory is built upon the fact that 
more problems occur in non-traditional homes. The 
conseguences of being reared in a non-traditional home can 
contribute to maladaptive developmental problems. 
Adolescents who are raised in a home with divorced parents 
tend to report less reasons for living than adolescents who 
are raised in two parent homes.16 According to current 
research, suicidal ideation has been observed in children 
from single-parent families from which one of the parents is 
absent because of death, divorce, or separation. 
Researchers have linked suicidal ideation to disturbed, 
hostile infra-familial relationships.17 
The purpose of a study conducted by Hirsch and Ellis 
was to examine the effects of different demographics on 
suicidal behavior and ideation. The population consisted of 
385 undergraduate students enrolled at a southern 
university. The subjects were instructed to complete a 
standard informed consent form, a demographic guestionnaire 
and a Suicidal Ideation Questionnaire. Sixteen percent of 
the respondents described themselves as "serious" ideators. 
16Jamenson Hirsch and Jon B. Ellis, "Family Support and 
Other Social Factors Precipitating Suicidal Ideation," 
International Journal of Social Psychiatry 41:1 (Spring 1995): 
26-30. 
17de Man and Leduc, "Suicidal Ideation in High School 
Students: Depression and Other Correlates," pp. 173-181. 
14 
While 59% of the adolescents described themselves as 
ideators. Multiply regression analyses was used for 
interpreting the data. According to the results, people who 
seriously thought of killing themselves came from single 
parent homes. Therefore, the influence of living with one 
parent may contribute to whether or not a person considers 
suicide.18 
Recent research findings have suggested that the lack 
of parental cohesiveness and support have had a positive 
relationship with suicide ideation. Conflict in the family 
is a determinate of adolescent ideation and suicide. 
Studies indicate that family problems are a major 
contributor to suicidal ideation in high school students. 
According to Sands and Dixon, adolescents in such 
environments believe that they are the source of family 
problems, and therefore they internalize the conflict, feel 
guilty and unloved. Adolescents who are unable to cope with 
the pain consider suicide as a way of solving the 
problem.19 
Shagle and Barber conducted a study that investigated 
adolescent suicidal ideation and focused on measures of 
family conflict and adolescent self-derogation as 
18Hirsch and Ellis, "Family Support and Other Social 
Factors Precipitating Suicidal Ideation," pp. 26-30. 
19Shobba Shagle and Brian Barber, "Effects of Family, 
Marital and Parent-Child Conflict on Adolescent Self 
Derogation and Suicidal Ideation," Journal of Marriage and the 
Family 55 (November 1993): 964-974. 
15 
predictors. According to the study, family conflict has 
significant effects on suicidal ideation. The subjects were 
473 students who were in the fifth, eighth, and tenth 
grades. Linear structural equation analysis was the method 
of statistical analysis utilized.20 
Furthermore, Meneese and Yutrzenka found that the 
severity of suicidal ideation among a nonclinical sample of 
rural teenagers is strongly predicted by the characteristics 
of an adolescent's family environment. For instance, family 
disorganization was the strongest predictor of suicidal 
ideation. The results also indicated that the level of 
suicidal ideation increased when an adolescent's family was 
characterized as conflictual, angry, and aggressive.21 
In Meneese and Yutrzenka's study, it was hypothesized 
that there would be a significant predictive relationship 
among adolescents' level of suicidal ideation and family 
conflict. The sample consisted of 118 high school students. 
The respondents were ninth graders who attended a rural, 
public high school. The data were collected by 
administering a demographic survey, the Family Environment 
Scale, and the Beck Depression Inventory. The level of 
2°Shagle and Barber, "Effects of Family, Marital and 
Parent-Child Conflict on Adolescent Self Derogation and 
Suicidal Ideation," pp. 964-974. 
21William B. Meneese, Ph.D. and Barbara A. Yutrezenka, 
Ph.D., "Correlates of Suicidal Ideation Among Rural 
Adolescents," Suicide and Life Threatening Behavior 20(3), 
(Fall 1990): 206-213. 
16 
suicidal ideation was obtained by using a five-item 
hierarchy of questions. The statistical procedure used in 
the study was a stepwise multiple-regression analysis. The 
coefficient of multiple correlation was .61.22 
Family relations play an important role in the etiology 
of adolescent suicidal ideation. Research has shown that 
when family processes are disturbed, the adolescent 
experiences an increased risk of suicidal ideation. 
Adolescent suicidal ideation is increased when the 
adolescents perceive emotional differences between 
themselves and their parents. Adolescents who experience 
suicidal ideation perceive their families as having high 
levels of conflict and poor communication. Furthermore, the 
severity of suicidal ideation is connected to the level of 
family dysfunction perceived by the adolescent.23 
A study conducted by Adams, et al found that 
adolescents who were suicidal reported more distress and 
family dysfunction than non-suicidal adolescents. The 
purpose of the study was to examine the relationship between 
the adolescents' perception of family functioning and 
parent-adolescent relationships. The sample consisted of 
adolescent psychiatric inpatients and high school students. 
22Meneese and Yutrezenka, "Correlates of Suicidal Ideation 
Among Rural Adolescents," pp. 206-213. 
23Dalia A. Adams, M.A., James C. Overholser, Ph.D., and 
Kim L. Lehnert, M.A., "Perceived Family Functioning and 
Adolescent Suicidal Behavior," Journal of American Academy of 
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 33(4), (May 1994): 498-507. 
17 
The adolescents ranged in age from 13 to 18 years old. The 
researcher divided the adolescents into four groups. The 
groups were: non-suicidal high school students, 
non-suicidal psychiatric inpatients, high school students 
who reported suicidal ideation, and psychiatric inpatients 
who had made a suicide attempt. The instruments used in the 
study were the Family Assessment Measure, Hopelessness Scale 
for Children, Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, and the 
Depression Inventory. Suicidal ideation was assessed by 
self-report.24 
Substance Use and Suicidal Ideation 
Recent research findings have suggested that substance 
use is important in the development of suicidal ideation and 
other self destructive behaviors. According to the 
literature, mind altering substances tend to disinhibit 
impulsivity, and the expression of suicidal acts that might 
have been contained. Furthermore, substance use can result 
in isolation and increase the risk of depression.25 
The use of alcohol and drugs may be so disinhibiting so 
that one's problem solving ability is impaired. This 
increases the individual's ability to view the suicidal 
24Adams, et al., "Perceived Family Functioning and 
Adolescent Suicidal Behavior," pp. 498-507. 
25Eva Y. Deykin and Stephen L. Buka, "Suicidal Ideation 
and Attempts Among Chemically Dependent Adolescents," American 
Journal of Public Health 84:4 (April 1994): 634-639. 
18 
option as the most available and the easiest solution.26 
Deykin and Buka conducted a study on suicide ideation among 
chemically dependent adolescents. The sample consisted of 
300 adolescents between the ages of 15 through 19. The 
teenagers were in treatment for their dependence on alcohol 
and drugs. The prevalence of suicidality was assessed by 
the Diagnostic Interview Schedule and family interviews. 
Suicidal ideation was reported by 31% to 75% of the 
respondents.27 
Drug use and alcohol use are cited as correlates of 
teenage suicidal ideation. Two researchers, Dukes and 
Lorch, found that adolescent suicidal ideation was related 
to alcohol use, but not to drug use. However, de Man, et al 
reported associations between suicidal ideation and both 
alcohol and drug use. A.F. de Man's study expected that 
suicidal ideation in teenagers would be related to alcohol 
and drug use and incomplete family status.28 
The sample consisted of 246 students, who ranged in age 
from 12 to 18. The subjects were selected from two regional 
high schools in Canada. The data were collected by 
administering the Scale for Suicide Ideation, Autonomy 
“Freeman and Reinecke, Cognitive Therapy of Suicidal 
Behavior. 
27Deykin and Buka, "Suicidal Ideation and Attempts Among 
Chemically Dependent Adolescents, pp. 634-639. 
28de Man and Leduc, "Suicidal Ideation in High School 
Students," p.173-181. 
19 
Control Scale, the Beck Depression Inventory, and the Social 
Support Questionnaire. A regression analysis with suicidal 
ideation as the dependent variable was used to isolate 
salient predictors of suicidal ideation in the adolescents. 
The correlation matrix of the study demonstrated that drug 
use was related to substance use.29 
Furthermore, the use of alcohol and drugs among 
adolescents have been great influential factors contributing 
to the increase in the rate of suicide. Kandel and Levy 
reported that the relationship between substance abuse and 
actual suicide attempt is stronger than the relationship 
between substance use and ideation. Some researchers 
suggest that alcohol and drugs may increase impulsivity and 
decrease inhibitions which predispose substance users for 
suicide attempts.30 
Garrison, et al found that cocaine use was strongly 
related to suicidal behavior. The researchers also found 
that marijuana use and alcohol use were related to suicidal 
behavior. The data were collected by distributing the South 
Carolina Youth Risk Behavior Survey. The sample consisted 
of a statewide sample of 3,764 South Carolina public school 
high school students. A series of polychotomous logistic 
regression analyses were used to explore the relation of the 
29de Man and Leduc, "Suicidal Ideation in High School 
Students," pp. 173-181. 
3°Garrison, et al., "Aggression, Substance Use, and 
Suicidal Behaviors in High School Students," pp. 179-184. 
20 
demographic and potential risk variables to suicidal 
thoughts.31 
A study conducted by Felts, et al contradicts the 
previous literature. There is no agreement between Michael 
Felt and Kandel and Levy's study. Felt's study revealed 
that drug use was strongly related to increased ideation 
among adolescents. The data were collected by administering 
the Youth Risk Behavior Survey to high school students in 
the 9th and 12th grade. The respondents were randomly 
selected, using a self-weighing two-stage cluster sampling 
procedure. Correlation coefficients computed between the 
drug factor and suicide factors and a comparison of mean 
drug use, revealed that crack/cocaine was strongly related 
to increased suicide ideation.32 
Burge, et al completed a similar study in a 
representative sample of United States 9th-12th grade 
students. A Youth Risk Behavior Survey was administered to 
11,631 students. The Youth Risk Behavior Survey identified 
and measured drug and alcohol use behaviors. Data for the 
study were collected by the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. Principal component factor analysis was applied 
separately to the 13 alcohol and drug questions, and the 
31Ibid. 
32Michael Felts and Robert Barnes, "Drug Use and Suicide 
Ideation and Behavior Among North Carolina Public School 
Students," American Journal of Public Health 82:6 (June 1992): 
870-872. 
21 
suicide ideation questions. The researchers found that the 
students who thought about suicide was associated with 
greater drug use.33 
In a study conducted by Vega, et al, research was 
designed to determine the demographic, social, and 
psychosocial factors associated with early adolescent male 
delinquency and drug use. The findings are from a 
longitudinal study which focused on drug-use among 
adolescents between 13 and 15 years of age. Cross-sectional 
and time-ordered data were used to examine the relationship 
between the use of drugs and suicidal ideation. In this 
study, drug use was a strong and positive predictor of 
suicidal ideation. The study reported that African 
Americans had the highest prevalence of ideation and 
Haitians had the highest attempts.34 
According to Levy, et al, students with the diagnosis 
of substance abuse had 2.1-3.7 times higher risk of suicidal 
ideation than students without the diagnosis. Alcohol and 
drugs elevate the risk of suicidal ideation. The 
researchers conducted a study to assess the independent and 
interactive effects of substance abuse on suicidal ideation 
33Valerie Burge, Michael Felts, Thomas Chenier, and 
Anthony V. Parrillo, "Drug Use, Sexual Activity, and Suicidal 
Behavior in U.S. High School Students," Journal of School 
Health 65:6 (August 1995): 222-227. 
34William Vega, Andres Gil, George Washelt, Eleni 
Aposport, and Rich Zimmerman, "The Relationship of Drug Use to 
Suicide Ideation," Suicide and Life Threatening Behavior 23:2 
(Summer 1993): 110-119. 
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in adolescence. The sample consisted of 424 students who 
were either 18 or 19 years old. The data for the study were 
obtained by using the Center for Epidemiologic Studies 
Depression Scale. Data on suicidal thoughts and behaviors 
were obtained by using four questions on the scale.35 
The use of alcohol can impair judgement, produce 
significant mood changes, and increase impulsivity. 
Researchers found a strong association between the severity 
of suicidal behavior and the presence of major depression 
and alcohol abuse. Researchers have confirmed that there is 
significant associations between alcohol abuse and suicidal 
tendencies, number of suicidal gestures, and suicidal 
intent.36 
King, et al designed a study to determine the role of 
alcohol consumption in relation to other predictors of 
suicidal ideation among adolescent females. The subjects 
were 54 female inpatients who ranged in age from 
approximately 14 to 18 years of age. There were six tools 
used for measurement. The six tools were: Suicide Ideation 
Questionnaire-Junior, Spectrum of Suicide Behavior Scale, 
35Janice C. Levy, M.D., M.P.H. and Eva Y. Deykin, 
"Suicidality, Depression, and Substance Abuse in Adolescence," 
American Journal of Psychiatry 146:11 (November 1989): 
1462-1467 
36Cheryl King, Elizabeth Hill, Michael Naylor, Tamlynn 
Evans, and Benjamin Shain, "Alcohol Consumption in Relation to 
Other Predictors of Suicidality Among Adolescent Inpatient 
Girls," Journal of American Academy of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatry 32:1 (January 1993): 82-87. 
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Diagnostic Interview for Children and Adolescents, 
Children's Depression Rating Scale-Revised, and the General 
Functioning subscale of the Family Assessment Device. 
Pearson's or Spearman's correlations were used to measure 
suicidality, alcohol consumption, depression, and family 
functioning.37 
Other studies that examined the relationship between 
alcohol and suicidal ideation found that boys were not 
experiencing suicidal ideation any more than girls. Michael 
Workman found out that his research results correlated with 
the literature. The sample of his study consisted of 126 
adolescents from North Central Kansas High School. The 
participants completed the Mac Andrew Alcohol Scale and a 
modified version of suicidal ideation.38 
There is a very high occurrence of suicidal ideation 
among high school students and college students. During 
periods of stress, studies show that 60% of college students 
and 63% of high school students report some suicide 
ideation. The purpose of a study conducted by Kirkpatrick 
Smith, was to examine the influence of substance abuse on 
suicide behavior and ideation. Furthermore, the study was 
designed to cross-validate and extend the stress 
37King, et al., "Alcohol Consumption in Relation to Other 
Predictors of Suicidality Among Adolescent Inpatient Girls," 
pp. 82-87. 
38Michael Workman and John Beer, "Relationship Between 
Alcohol Dependency and Suicide Ideation Among High School 
Students," Psychological Reports 99 (1990): 1363-1366. 
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vulnerability model of suicidal behavior to an adolescent 
population. The sample consisted of 613 students.39 
The population was 97% Caucasian and the majority of 
their parents had an income over $40,000 per year. The 
seven scales used to measure the variables were: Scale for 
suicidal ideation, Life Stress Scale, Hopelessness Scale, 
Reasons for Living Inventory, UCLA Loneliness Scale, 
Self-Rating Depression Scale, and the Alcohol and Drug 
Survey. The surveys were administered in packet form to 
students by volunteers from the Open Door, a drug and 
alcohol treatment facility. The study found that substance 
abuse contributed variance to the prediction of suicide 
ideation.40 
The frequency of alcohol consumption and other illicit 
drugs among adolescents have been identified as an 
influential factor contributing to the increase in the rate 
of adolescent suicide. The findings of Fowler and 
colleagues indicate that suicidal thought and attempts may 
be a late manifestation of substance abuse.41 
In Garrison, et al's study, substance use was linked to 
some but not all of the behaviors identified with suicide. 
39Joyce Kirkpatrick-Smith and Alexander R. Rich, 
•'Psychological Vulnerability and Substance Abuse as Predictors 
of Suicidal Ideation Among Adolescents," Omega 24:1 (1991- 
1992): 21-33. 
4°Ibid. 
“Garrison, et al., "Aggression, Substance Use, and 
Suicidal Behaviors in High School Students," pp.179-184. 
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However, the relationship was defined with the reported use 
of the more "dangerous or harder drugs." Seventy-five 
percent of the students in the study reported no suicidal 
behavior, 11% reported serious suicidal thoughts, and 6.4% 
reported specific suicidal plans. The sample consisted of 
100 high schools in 58 school districts. A 70 item self 
report Youth Risk Behavior Survey was utilized to collect 
data. PROC CATMOD was used to perform a series of 
"polychotomous logistic regression analyses" to explore 
suicidal behaviors.42 
Alcoholism and drug abuse have been linked with 
adolescent suicide due to the fact that substances intensify 
pre-existing depressive and psychotic disorders. 
Researchers identify substance use and alcoholism as 
predictors of an increased risk for self destruction. 
People who use drugs are at a high risk for suicide. When 
adolescents use drugs, it is easier for them to cope with 
unaccepted, misunderstood, and repressed feelings.43 
Drugs are used to: 
1. reduce stress and anxiety; 
2. cope with the loss of a loved one; 
3. escape depression and low self esteem; 
4. Bring pressure and relief; 
42Garrison, et al., "Aggression, Substance Use, and 
Suicidal Behaviors in High School Students," pp. 179-184. 
43Ann M. Downey, "The Impact of Drug Abuse Upon Adolescent 
Suicide," Omega 24:4 (1990-1991): 261-275. 
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5. Come to grips with one's sexual feelings and identity. 
Drugs can be used to protect individuals from feelings 
of loneliness, emptiness, anger, shame, guilt, low self 
esteem, depression, and hurt. Drug use is a temporary pain 
reliever and when the pain can not be alleviated, 
adolescents view suicide as the only way out.44 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
There are two traditional theoretical models used to 
explain suicide and suicidal behavior. The first model is 
the environmental model. The model views suicide as a 
result of the environment. The second model is the 
individual differences model. This model views suicide as a 
result of personological determinants. To a certain degree, 
both of the models are limited. Neither the environmental 
model nor the individual differences model have been able to 
establish a comprehensive theory of suicidal behavior.45 
However, Rich and Bonner (1987) developed a framework 
that is useful in explaining the relationship between family 
problems, substance use, and suicidal ideation. In their 
"stress-vulnerability" model, the researchers suggest that 
social emotional alienation and deficient adaptive resources 
44Downey, "The Impact of Drug Abuse Upon Adolescent 
Suicide," pp. 261-275. 
45Ronald L. Bonner and Alexander R. Rich, "Toward a 
Predictive Model of Suicidal Ideation and Behavior: Some 
Preliminary Data in College Students," Suicide and Life 
Threatening Behavior 17:1 (Spring 1987): 50-63. 
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provide a "predispositional base" that leads to coping 
difficulties and to potentially self-damaging cognitions or 
behavior. Nelson (1987) further concluded that the 
triggering impact of stressful events in conjunction with 
the lack of family support could lead to suicidal 
ideation.46 
Adolescence is one of the most difficult periods of an 
individual's life. Moreover, it is a time of personal 
growth and development. It is also a time of change and 
uncertainty. Adolescence is thought of as a transitional 
period in life spanning from age 10 to 20.47 
The Stress-Vulnerability Theory supports the current 
literature, which states that teenagers experience high 
levels of stress due to family problems and poor family 
relations.48 Family problems can lead to low cohesiveness, 
high levels of conflict, and poor communication. 
Furthermore, the level of stress increases whenever a family 
experiences family conflict. Moreover, it is assumed that 
when family problems increase, the level of stress 
increases. 
46Dubow, et al., "Correlates of Suicidal Ideation and 
Attempts in a Community Sample of Junior High and High School 
Students," pp. 156-166. 
47L. Friedman, "The Health of Adolescents: Beliefs and 
Behaviors," Social Science Medical 29:3 (1989): 309-315. 
““Freeman and Reinecke, Cognitive Therapy of Suicidal 
Behavior. p. 56. 
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The stress endured by an adolescent may be 
interpsychic, intrapsychic, and external. The stress can 
induce psychological pain that is extremely uncomfortable to 
the adolescent. When an adolescent is reared in a 
dysfunctional home, the additional stress contributes to his 
or her sense of vulnerability and motivation for suicide. 
The teenager may view suicidal behavior as a viable 
option.49 
When the stress becomes unbearable an adolescent may 
seek comfort and relief by having thoughts of suicide. 
Suicidal ideation may be perceived as an immediate and 
permanent way to alleviate stress caused by family problems. 
Thus, the greater the family problems experienced by a 
teenager, the greater the likelihood of having suicidal 
ideation. 
The Stress-Vulnerability Theory can also be applied to 
explain the relationship between substance use and suicidal 
ideation. When adolescents experience stress and/or limited 
problem solving abilities, they often try to find ways to 
cope. Some individuals seek counseling, while others turn 
to alcohol or drugs to alleviate or suppress their problems. 
Stress, meaningless, hopelessness, limited problem 
solving skills, and lack of purpose often lead to substance 
use. The use of alcohol and drugs can impair judgement, 
49Silvia Sara Canetto and Davis Lesler, Women and Suicidal 
Behavior (New York: Springer, 1995), p. 161. 
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product mood changes, and decrease inhibitions. 
Furthermore, the use of alcohol and drugs can impair one's 
problem solving ability.50 
A person who is under the influence of drugs or alcohol 
has limited control over their awareness. Alcohol is a 
depressant and people who consume alcohol eventually become 
depressed. Depression and hopelessness are risk factors for 
suicide. When adolescents are under the influence of drugs 
and alcohol, their common sense and problem solving skills 
are adversely affected. Thus, substance use can lead to 
irrational thinking, which, then, can increase the 
likelihood of having suicidal ideation. 
5°King, et al., "Alcohol Consumption in Relation to Other 
Predictors of Suicidality Among Adolescent Inpatient Girls," 
pp. 82-87. 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 
Based on the review of the literature, theoretical 
framework and the general purpose of the study, listed below 
are the research questions and the hypotheses of the study. 
Question #1: What is the relationship between low and high 
substance users on suicidal ideation among 
African American adolescents? 
Hypothesis #1: High substance users will have significantly 
higher suicidal ideation than low substance 
users. 
Question #2: What is the relationship between family 
problems and suicidal ideation among African 
American adolescents? 
Hypothesis #2: There is a statistically significant and 
positive relationship between family problems 
and suicidal ideation. 
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DEFINITION OF TERMS 
1. Suicide: The act of intentionally killing oneself. 
2. Suicidal Ideation: Serious contemplation of suicide, 
or thought patterns that lead to killing oneself. 
3. Stress: Any influence that interferes with the normal 
functioning of an organism and produces some 
internal strain or tension. 
4. Family Therapy: Intervention by a professional social 
worker or other family therapist with a group of 
family members who are considered to be a single 
unit of attention. 
5. Illicit Drugs: Chemical substance whose use is 
unlawful. 
6. Substance Abuse: A disorder related to the unhealthy 
use of alcohol and drugs. 
7. Alcohol Abuse: Consumption of alcohol in such a way as 
to harm or endanger the well being of the user or 
those with whom the user comes in contact. 
8. Social Support: Formal and informal activities and 
relationships that provide for the needs of humans 
in their efforts to live in society. 
Source: The Social Work Dictionary, 2nd edition, Robert L. 
Banker, National Association of Social Workers, 
Washington, D.C., 1991. 
CHAPTER THREE 
METHODOLOGY 
DESIGN AND SAMPLE 
The research design that was utilized in this study was 
the Cross Sectional survey. A non probability sampling 
technique was used to select the respondents. The 
questionnaires were administered to high school adolescents. 
The sample consisted of 31 teenagers in a urban midwestern 
city. Forty-eight percent of the population were female and 
52% of the students were male. Fifty-eight percent of the 
high school students were freshmen and sophomores, and 42% 
of the students were juniors and seniors. One hundred 
percent of the sample was composed of African American 
adolescents. 
The questionnaires were administered by the researcher. 
Prior to administering the questionnaire, the researcher 
introduced herself and the study. The researcher informed 
the students that she was an alumni and she had a strong 
interest in obtaining information from students who attended 
the same high school. 
The researcher also informed the students that she was 
interested in information regarding their level of suicidal 
ideation, the extent of family problems, and their 
involvement with alcohol and drugs. Next, the researcher 
informed both classes that the survey was voluntary and 
anonymous. Finally, the researcher read the cover letter 
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and the questionnaire instructions to both classes. It took 
approximately 25 minutes to administer the questionnaires. 
The questionnaires were administered in a classroom setting. 
MEASUREMENTS 
The instrument utilized in this study was a 
standardized, close ended questionnaire. The questionnaire 
was used to measure the following variables: the level of 
suicidal ideation, the extent of family problems, and the 
involvement of drugs and alcohol. The questionnaire 
consisted of three scales. The first scale measured 
substance use and was developed by the researcher. 
Substance use was operationalized as the extent to which one 
drinks alcohol and uses illicit drugs. The instrument 
consisted of 8 true and false statements. The scores ranged 
from 0 to 8 with the higher score indicating more 
involvement with alcohol and drugs. 
A modified version of the Suicide Probability Scale1 
was used to measure suicidal ideation. Suicidal ideation was 
operationalized as the extent to which one's thought pattern 
leads to killing oneself. The Suicide Probability Scale 
consisted of ten short statements. The participants rated 
the frequency of their subjective experiences and past 
behaviors using a 4 point Likert Scale. The four response 
Stephen F. Andrews, "Suicide Probability Scale," 
Dissertation: Depression, Acting-Out, and Suicide Among 
Psychiatrically Hospitalized Adolescents, Northwestern 
University, (Evanston, Illinois, June 1989). 
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categories ranged from none or a little of the time to most 
or all of the time. The scores ranged from 10 to 40 with 
the higher scores indicating a higher level of suicidal 
ideation. 
À modified version of the Family Relations Scale2, 
developed by Walter W. Hudson, measured the degree of family 
problems experienced by the respondent's family members. 
Family problems was operationalized as the extent to which 
one experiences conflict in their family. The scale 
comprised seven items, and there were seven response 
categories that ranged from none of the time to all of the 
time. The scores ranged from 7 to 49 with the higher scores 
demonstrating a higher degree of family problems. 
2Martin Bloom, Joel Fischer, and John G. Orme, Evaluating 
Practice: Guidelines for the Accountable Professional. Second 
Edition, (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1995), pp. 196 and 214. 
CHAPTER FOUR 
FINDINGS 
This chapter will summarize the data collected from 
participants of the study. In this research study, 
descriptive statistics, Pearson's r, and T test of group 
means were used to analyze the study variables. Table 1 
illustrates the descriptive statistics used to display the 
frequencies, percentages, means and standard deviations of 
data on substance use, family relations, and suicidal 
ideation. 
For presentation purposes, the researcher collapsed the 
values of the substance use scale. After collapsing the 
values, the researcher divided the scale into two 
categories. The substance use scale was divided into low 
and high levels. The low level ranged from 0 to 3, and the 
high level ranged from 4 to 6. Thus, the respondents' 
scores on the substance use scale ranged from 0 to 6. 
According to the findings from the frequency 
distribution, substance use had a mean score of 2.87 and a 
standard deviation of 1.97. Sixty-four percent of the 
population had low levels of substance use, whereas, 36% of 
the sample had high levels of substance use. The high level 
indicated a higher usage of alcohol and drugs. The 
substance use distribution was positively skewed, which was 
attributed to the fact that the majority of the sample had 
low levels of substance use. 
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The family problems scale was collapsed into low, 
medium, and high levels of family problems. The low level 
ranged in value from 9 to 18. The medium level ranged in 
value from 19 to 28, and the high levels ranged from 29 to 
41. The respondents' scores on the family problems scale 
ranged from 9 to 41. According to the findings from the 
frequency distribution, the mean score for family problems 
was 24.26, which indicates that, on average, respondents had 
medium levels of family problems. The standard deviation on 
family problems was 8.29. Twenty-nine percent of the 
population had low levels of family problems, while 71% of 
the respondents had medium and high levels of family 
problems. Family problems had a multimodum distribution, 
which meant that the scale had more than one mode and that 
the distribution was fairly scattered. 
For presentation purposes, the researcher also 
collapsed the values on suicidal ideation into low, medium, 
and high suicidal ideation. The low values ranged from 0 - 
15, the medium values ranged 16 - 22, and high values ranged 
from 23 - 40. Furthermore, findings from the frequency 
distribution indicate that suicidal ideation had a mean 
score of 18.68, which indicates that, on average, the 
respondents had medium levels of suicide ideation. The 
standard deviation on suicidal ideation was 7.05. 
Twenty-nine percent of the respondents had high levels of 
suicidal ideation, while 71% of the participants had low to 
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moderate levels of suicidal ideation. The suicidal ideation 
distribution was slightly positively skewed, which meant 
that respondents tended to have a lower level of suicidal 
ideation. 
TABLE 1: FREQUENCY DISTRIBUTIONS OF STUDY VARIABLES 
VARIABLE FREQUENCY PERCENT 
FAMILY PROBLEMS3 
low 09 29.0 
medium 11 35.5 
high 11 35.5 
SUICIDAL IDEATIONb 
low 13 42.0 
medium 09 29.0 
high 09 29.0 
SUBSTANCE USEC 
low 20 64.5 
high 11 35.5 
a. mean = 24.26 
standard deviation = 8.29 
b. mean = 18.68 
standard deviation = 7.05 
c. mean = 2.87 
standard deviation = 1.97 
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Table 2 shows results of a T test analysis of suicidal 
ideation by substance use. An alpha level of .05 was used 
to determine whether to reject or accept the hypothesis. 
The mean for those with low level of substance use is 18.65, 
and the mean for those with high level of substance use is 
18.72. The results revealed that the difference in the 
means between those with high substance use on suicidal 
ideation and those with low substance use was not 
significantly different. Therefore, the first hypothesis, 
which states that high substance users will have 
significantly higher suicidal ideation than will low 
substance users, is rejected. 
The second hypothesis stated that there will be 
statistically significant and positive relationship between 
family problems and suicidal ideation. The analysis of this 
relationship between family problems and suicidal ideation 
revealed that there was a moderate, positive, and 
statistically significant relationship between family 
problems and suicidal ideation (r = .46, p < .01). As the 
scores for family problems increased, the level of suicidal 
ideation increased. Therefore, the hypothesis stating that 
there will be a significant and positive relationship 
between family problems and suicidal ideation, is accepted. 
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TABLE 2: RESULTS OF T-TEST ANALYSIS OF SUICIDAL IDEATION 
BY SUBSTANCE USE 




20 18.65 7.34 t=-.03 




DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR POTENTIAL FINDINGS 
This study provides an attempt to investigate the 
effects family problems and substance use have on suicidal 
ideation among African American adolescents. There were 
several major findings of this study. First of all, it was 
found that the distribution for suicidal ideation was 
slightly positively skewed. Forty-one point nine percent of 
the respondents had low levels of suicidal ideation. 
Twenty-nine percent of the sample had medium levels of 
suicidal ideation, and 29% had high levels of suicidal 
ideation. This means that the majority of the respondents 
reported low to medium levels of suicidal ideation. On the 
other hand, approximately one-third of the respondents had 
high levels of suicidal ideation. 
The findings of suicidal ideation among African 
American adolescents were consistent with previous research. 
According to George Colt, "50% of adolescents have seriously 
considered suicide."1 A previous study (Garrison, et al) 
reported that suicidal ideation is prevalent in high school 
xGeorge Howe Colt, The Enigma of Suicide (New York: 
Summit Books, 1991). 
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students.2 Furthermore, according to Reifman, 36% of 10th 
graders experienced suicidal ideation during adolescence.3 
Adolescence can be a very difficult time for teenagers. 
Many adolescents experience dramatic changes physically, 
emotionally, psychologically, and socially. Many times 
adolescents experience great pain. The teenager who 
experiences pain due to adolescent changes, may think of 
suicide as a way to alleviate the pain. 
According to the findings, many of the respondents 
experienced suicidal ideation. This should be a great 
concern to all people in the helping profession, especially 
social workers. Social workers must be aware of the 
emotional, psychological, and social indicators of suicidal 
ideation. It is imperative for social workers to be 
cognizant of all suicidal factors. 
It is essential for social workers to become proactive 
change agents. Social workers must implement suicide 
prevention programs in schools, agencies, and community 
centers. Moreover, social work practitioners must design 
programs to teach parents, teachers, and peer counselors to 
2Carol Garrison, Robert E. McKeown, Robert F. Valois, and 
Murray L. Vincent, "Aggression, Substance Use, and Suicidal 
Behaviors in High School Students," American Journal of Public 
Health 83:2 (February 1993): 179-184. 
3Alan Reifman and Michael Windle, "Adolescent Suicidal 
Behaviors as a Function of Depression, Hopelessness, Alcohol 
Use, and Social Support: A Longitudinal Investigation," 
American Journal of Community Psychology 23:3 (June 1995): 
329-354. 
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identify symptoms of suicidal behavior. On the macro level, 
social workers must also develop school policies that 
address suicidal ideation and suicidal behavior. 
For future study of suicidal ideation among African 
Americans, the researcher suggests utilizing a larger sample 
size. A larger sample size would ensure greater variance 
among the respondents and higher generalizability. 
Furthermore, the researcher suggests conducting a 
comparative analysis. The comparative analysis would assess 
the level of suicidal ideation among African American 
adolescents from different social economic backgrounds and 
geographical areas. 
The second finding found that there was a moderate, 
positive and statistically significant relationship between 
family problems and suicidal ideation. As the scores for 
family problems increase, the level of suicidal ideation 
increases. Based on the direction of the relationship, the 
Stress Vulnerability Theory, which was used to hypothesize 
the relationship between family problems and suicidal 
ideation, is confirmed. Many times, adolescents experience 
problems when their families are not cohesive or when they 
sustain friction due to conflict. Furthermore, a teenager 
who experiences problems in his or her family may feel left 
out of their family. The adolescent may also feel as if 
there is a lack of communication in the family. Moreover, 
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the teenagers may not care to be around their family 
members. 
A child who experiences stress related to problems in 
the family may have thoughts of suicide. The adolescent may 
also feel isolated from their family and their peers. 
Furthermore, the adolescent may experience unhappiness and 
loneliness. Also, the adolescent may feel as if he or she 
has no one to talk to. These feelings may lead to 
hopelessness and depression. 
The findings regarding family problems and suicidal 
ideation are consistent with previous research. Dubow found 
an adolescent's family who was not cohesive had a higher 
level of suicidal ideation.4 Asarnow also found that less 
cohesiveness and family conflict lead to suicidal 
ideation.5 Moreover, Shagle and Barber found that family 
conflict significantly affect an adolescent's level of 
suicidal ideation.6 
“Eric Dubow, Donald F. Kausch, Monica Blum, Janet Reed, 
and Ellen Bush, "Correlates of Suicidal Ideation and Attempts 
in a Community Sample of Junior High and High School 
Students," Journal of Clinical Child Psychology 18:2 (1989): 
156-166. 
5Joan Rosenbaum Asarnow, "Suicidal Ideation and Attempts 
During Middle Childhood: Associations With Perceived Family 
Stress and Depression Among Child Psychiatric Inpatients," 
Journal of Clinical Child Psychology 21:1 (1992): 35-40. 
6Shagle Shobba and Brian Barber, "Effects of Family, 
Marital and Parent-Child Conflict on Adolescent Self 
Derogation and Suicidal Ideation," Journal of Marriage and the 
Family 55 (November 1993): 964-974. 
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It is important for social workers to attend seminars 
and trainings on suicidal behavior. Social workers must be 
educated in order to effectively identify adolescents who 
are in at risk families. Therefore, the social worker will 
be empowered to successfully recognize the signs of stress 
and family problems. The knowledge of the social worker 
will enable him or her to make the appropriate referrals for 
treatment. 
Once a student has been identified as suicidal, the 
social worker should encourage the family to attend family 
therapy. Family therapy will increase the levels of 
cohesiveness and communication between the suicidal 
adolescent and his/her family. Hopefully, family therapy 
will improve the relationships within the family. 
Future research should examine the external stressors 
experienced by the family and the suicidal teenager. There 
should be a scale that actually identifies the specific 
problems experienced by the individual. Also, the 
researcher suggests that in the future, the relationship 
between completed suicide and family problems are examined. 
The final finding found that there was no significant 
difference between low and high substance users on suicidal 
ideation. According to the results, whether or not an 
adolescent drinks alcohol or uses illicit drugs does not 
determine their level of suicidal ideation. 
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This finding can be explained by indicating that the 
majority (64.5%) of the respondents had low levels of 
substance use. Furthermore, many of the respondents did not 
drink or use illicit drugs. Therefore, there was not much 
variance among the sample. This could be one of the reasons 
for the non-significant relationship among substance use and 
suicidal ideation among African American adolescents. 
This finding was inconsistent with previous research. 
Past research indicated that drug use was strongly related 
to suicidal ideation. Burge, found that students who 
experienced suicidal ideation had greater drug use.7 
Garrison, et al found that the frequency of alcohol use and 
illicit drugs among adolescents has been identified as a 
contributor to suicidal behavior.8 
According to the findings, over one-third of the 
respondents reported high levels of substance use. The 
findings indicate that many African American adolescents are 
indulging in illicit drugs and alcohol. There must be an 
emphasis on reducing alcohol and drug use by teachers, 
parents, school administrators, and social workers. Social 
7Valerie Burge, Michael Felts, Thomas Chenier, and 
Anthony V. Parrillo, "Drug Use, Sexual Activity, and Suicidal 
Behavior in U.S. High School Students," Journal of School 
Health 65:6 (August 1995): 222-227. 
“Garrison, et al., "Aggression, Substance Use, and 
Suicidal Behaviors in High School Students," American Journal 
of Public Health 83:2 (February 1993): 179-184. 
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workers are in a position to help teenagers develop coping 
skills and better problem-solving techniques. 
For future research, practitioners should study alcohol 
use and drug use separately. This will help determine which 
variable is the best predictor of suicidal ideation among 
African American adolescents. Also, the scale used to 
measure substance use should be more comprehensive and 
extensive. This would ensure more variance among substance 
use and suicidal ideation. Furthermore, the researcher 
suggests that a larger sample size is utilized. The larger 
sample size would also increase generalizability of the 
findings. Moreover, the researcher suggests that 
probability sampling is utilized when selecting subjects for 
participation. When probability sampling is used, the 
researcher can ensure that each respondent has an equal 
chance of being selected. 
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APPENDIX A 
December 14, 1995 
Dear Mr. Taylor: 
My name is Vonetta B. Johnson. I am currently a Master in 
Social Work candidate at Clark Atlanta University. I would 
like to express my gratitude to you for allowing me the 
opportunity to conduct research for my thesis. 
The title of my thesis is, "An Analytical Study on the 
Relationship Among Substance Use, Family Problems, and 
Suicidal Ideation Among African American Adolescents." I am 
interested in studying suicidal ideation because it is an 
important risk factor for suicide. 
At this present time, I am in Atlanta, Georgia. However, I 
will be home in Chicago for the holidays. I would like to 
administer a questionnaire to your students during the week 
of January 8, 1996. The survey is designed to assess the 
student's involvement with substance use, extent of family 
problems and the severity of suicidal ideation. 
Please inform me of the best possible day and time for me to 
conduct my research. You may contact me at (708) 864-0891 
between the hours of 9:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m. Thanks for 
your cooperation. 
Sincerely, 




My name is Vonetta Johnson, and I am currently a Master 
in Social Work candidate at Clark Atlanta University. In 
pursuit of my degree, I am conducting a survey designed to 
assess your involvement with drugs and alcohol, your level 
of suicidal ideation, and the extent of your family 
problems. Please assist me by completing the attached 
questionnaire. 
Some of the questions may appear personal and may bring 
about discomfort or embarrassment. However, you can be 
assured that your answers will be completely anonymous. At 
no point will your name be associated with your completed 
questionnaire. Please answer each item as carefully as 
possible. 
I am hoping that this research will contribute to an 
increased understanding of the relationship among substance 
use, family problems, and suicidal ideation. Your time and 
effort in completing this questionnaire is greatly 
appreciated. If you would like to find out about the 
results of the study, please contact me through the School 
of Social Work at Clark Atlanta University. 





Suicidal Ideation, Substance Use, and Family Problems Questionnaire 
Part I. Demographic Data 
Please mark the box that most closely describes you. 
Sex:  Female  Male 
Race:  Black  White  Hispanic  Asian  Other (Please Specify) 
Grade Level:  Freshmen  Sophomore  Junior  Senior 
Marital Status of Biological Parents:  Married  Separated 
Divorced Widowed 
Part II. 
Please answer true or false for each question. 
T F 
1. ( ) ( ) 
2. ( ) ( ) 
3. ( ) ( ) 
4. ( ) ( ) 
5. ( ) ( ) 
6. ( ) ( ) 
7. ( ) ( ) 
8. ( ) ( ) 
I have tried social drugs - "Pot, cocaine, etc.," or street drugs. 
I have at least one drink, or some type of social or street drug at least five days 
out of seven. 
I drink or use drugs to begin my day. 
I have drunk three bottles of wine, or twenty bottles of beer or a fifth of whiskey 
in one day. 
I smoke marijuana at least twice a week. 
I drink alcohol at least twice a week. 
I drink or use drugs on special occasions (Birthdays, holidays, etc.). 
I smoke a blunt (marijuana) or have at least one drink every weekend. 
Part III. 
Please read each statement and determine how often the statement is true for you. Then circle the 
letter T in the appropriate box on the right to indicate how often you feel the statement applies to 
you. Please be sure to answer every item. 
Hone or a little Some of Good part Most or all 
of the time the time of the time of the time 
1. I feel I tend to be impulsive. T T T T 
2. In order to punish others I 
think of suicide. 
T T T T 
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None or a little Soie of 
of the tiie the tiie 
Good part Host or all 
of the tiie of the tiie 
4. I have thought to how to 
do away with iyself. 
5. I think of suicide. 
T T T T 
T T T T 
6. I feel I need to punish iyself T 
for things I have done and 
thought. 
7. I think that no one will liss T 
le when I ai gone. 
8. I feel so lonely I cannot T 
stand it. 
T T T 
T T T 
T T T 
9. I feel hopeless that things 
will get better. 
10. I feel I can't be happy no 
latter where I an. 
T T T T 
T T T T 
Part IV. 
Please answer each itei as carefully and as accurately as you can by placing a nuiber beside each 
one as follows. 
1 - None of the tiie 
2 - Very rarely 
3 - À little of the tiie 
4 - Soie of the tiie 
5 - A good part of the tiie 
6 - Host of the tiie 
7 - All of the tiie 
1.  I feel left out of ly faiily. 
2.  Hy faiily gets on ly nerves. 
3.  I really do not care to be around ny faiily. 
4.  Heibers of ly faiily argue too luch. 
5.  There is no sense of closeness in ny faiily. 
6.  Hy faiily does not understand le. 
7.  There seeis to be a lot of friction in ly faiily. 
51 
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